Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1989–2011
Volume 12

Number 2

Article 18

2000

Writing History Must Not Be an Act of “Magic”
Rhett S. James

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/msr

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation
James, Rhett S. (2000) "Writing History Must Not Be an Act of “Magic”," Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 1989–2011: Vol. 12 : No. 2 , Article 18.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/msr/vol12/iss2/18

This Mormon Studies is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1989–2011 by an authorized editor of BYU
ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Title Writing History Must Not Be an Act of “Magic”
Author(s) Rhett S. James
Reference FARMS Review of Books 12/2 (2000): 395–414.
ISSN 1099-9450 (print), 2168-3123 (online)
Abstract Review of Early Mormonism and the Magic World View
(1998), by D. Michael Quinn.

WR IT I NG HI STORY MUST NOT B E
AN ACT OF " M AG IC"
Rhell S. In Illes

Q uinn's Contribution and This Review's Design
Michael Quinn's rev ised and enlarged 1998 ed ition of Early
Mormonism (llId the Magi c World View makes its finest contribution as a resource abou t how se lected Ame ricans believed in
" magic " wit hin the co mplex of cultura l va rieties found in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Quinn shows himself an ene rge tic
collec tor of in fo rmation, and h is magic corpus wi ll be of interest to
anth ropologis ts and folkloris ts. Quinn's new 600-page editio n in cludes 2 17 pages of notes, covering nearly as many pages as the main
text and notes combined in his fi rst 228-page edition. He increases
the main body of his text by nearly one hundred pages and his introductory comments by more than a dozen pages . The 44 pages illustrating Mormon relics remain much the sa me but with improved reproduction. Qu inn's style of presentat io n is tight, sometimes even
compressed, and his tone is businesslike and sometimes to the point.
Parts of some chapters read like essays, many of wh ich can stand by
themselves. His treatment of information is occasionally uneve n and
given to sweeping generaliza tions and speculations no t supported by

D

Review of D. M ichael Qu inn. Early Mormonism and the Mag ic
World View, rev ised and en larged edition. Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1998. xxxix + 646 pp., with notes and index . $19.95.
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documentation. Sometimes his resea rch is not thorough, which leads
him into errors that could easily have been avoided.
While I find little passion in the main body of his text, the introductory writings <lnd notes are full of emot ion. In these pages, Quinn
not only reacts to the reviewers of his firs! edition of Early Mor mOllism and the Magic World View but also confronts those who have
disagreed with him and co rrected his past resea rch and analys is. In
such cases, hi s emotions blunt the quality of his sc holarship. In
Quinn's haste to correct his reviewe rs, he is occasiona ll y ca reless in
his resea rch and produces a flawed product. Sometimes the energy
produced in his use of polemics overshadows his main text. Samples
of these moments in Quinn's book will be exam ined.
The Book's Title
It is typ ically helpful fo r a book's title to accura tely represent its
conten ts. Quinn traces the development of Mormon attitudes towa rd
magic and the occult into the twent ieth cen tury. This is well beyond
"early Mormonism." He should have considered changing Ihe title of
his book to simply MormOllism and the Magic Worldview . With the
Chu rch of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sa ints (the largest an d most innu ent ia l among the Mormon com munities) beco ming an in creas ingly significant international religious group, the words World View
in his title will become increasi ngly app ropriate in years to co me.
Since much of Qu inn 's book conta in s informatio n that is not just
"Mormon," he might even have considered breaking from his present
regional and provincial title, naming his book The Magic Worldview.

What Shall Be Defined as "Magic"?
Q uinn argues that some pe rsons conve rtin g to Latter-day Saint
Christianity-as well as Olhe r Ame rica ns-brought wi th them from
thei r cultu ral envi ronme nt bel iefs in a wide variety o f thi ngs that
some academicians lump today under the name magic. Among this
bevy of artifacts and "magic arts" are divining rods, see r stones,
amu lets, talismans, occu lt handbooks, magic parchments, cards,
healin g objects, tea-leaf divination, treasure-diggi ng, ritual magic,
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folk magic. palmistry. astrology, alchemy, phrenology, pyramidology.
numerology. and kabbalistic occultism.
Quinn writes th at "co nverts to Mo rmonism ca me from diverse
backgrounds. So me had previously integrated folk magic with conventional beliefs and practices of religion." He argues, "They were
sy mpath etic to con tinuin g that sy ntheSis. O thers see med to have
adopted folk magic only after becomi ng Mormons. For them. something within early Mormon ism sa nctio ned such p ract ices" (p. 238).
At the same time. Quinn acknowledges that the Book o f Mormon
and the Doctrine and Covenants speak out strongly against sorceries.
so rcerers. magics. magic arts, soothsayers, and wi tchcra fts. He al so
acknowledges that Joseph Smith recog nized the reality of such practices and conde mn ed them . Josep h Smith's l84 2 editorial in the
Times and SeasotlS. entitled "Try the Spi rits," is an important Mormon denu nciati on of magic, the occu lt . false traditions, and corrupted religion. Quinn cites this source (see pp. 29 1-92) but surprisingly does not use this docume nt to strengthe n his argumen t th at
Mo rm on prop hets and canon condemned magi c arts , as did other
Christian com mun ities. Nor docs Quinn use Joseph Smith's writings
about his 1820 first vision, in which the Mormon prophet wrote that
he saw both God the Father and the Son Jesus Christ and felt an evil
power that attacked him just before he received his vision. t At the
very ou tset of Mormon Christianity. the reality of ultimate good and
ultimate evi l was repo rtedly manifest. Joseph Smith's challenge became o ne of leading people to God and away from evil . magic. and
false traditions. This happened before the publicat ion of the Book of
Mo rmon, the revelat ions fro m Jesus Christ to Joseph Smith in the
Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price, each of which
condemns magic arts and places God as the greatest power and true
aut hority (see Alma 1:32; 3 Nephi 2 1:16; 24:1, 5; Mormon 1:15. 19;
2:10; D&C 63: 17- 19; 76:23.103-6; Moses 1:2,9.13-14.24-25). Why
L The conTr.15f beTween God and Souan l5 recountc-d in the various accounts of Jo~ph
Smi th Jr:s 1820 vuion arc well-known; ~e James B. Allen, ~Tht SignifiC1ncc of loscph Smi th's
'First Vision' in Mormon Thought," Diulogue 113 (1966): 29-45. Sec- also AICl<andcr Ncibaur,
Diory Il"d I'umi/y niographif'5. 24 May 1844.
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Quinn does not use Joseph Smith's first vision to strengthen his argument that from the outset of Mormonism, the Mormon Prophet
takes a position against the acceptance o f magic is not clear. On balance, these refutation s of magic are almost hidden in the body of
Quinn's presentation of Mormon converts bringing superstition with
them into their new fa ith .
At the sa me time, Quinn tries to convince his readers that Mormonism encouraged magic eve n though Joseph Smi th and the
Mormon ca non condemned it. Here Q uinn may be wres tling with
definitions of "magic" by usin g language that is, in part, that of a
secular humanist and not that used by the leaders and scholars of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day Sainls.2 Por this reason, Quinn's
claim that he is a "Mormon apologist" and "a conserva tive revisionist
in the writing of Mormon history" (pp. xi, xvii ) is confusing and un clea r. All that is certa in is that Quinn uses a non-LDS dictionary
when writing about LDS history. which does not make him a "conservative revisionist."
Quinn is somet imes given to sweepi ng specu lations presented as
fact rather than as hypothesis requiring additional study in the futu re. For example, he writes th at "the overwhelming majority of
modern Mormons have long since assimilated the general American
population's attitude toward magic and the occult." and "in this respect, current Mormons are virtually indistin gu ishable from most
twentieth-century American Protestants and secular ra tio nalists"
(p. 238). Where is the data to support such claims? Quinn's secularist
language may suggest that he has been assimilated and that he is projectin g his personal experience on to the larger Mormon population
of millions. Yet, at the sa me time. Q uinn insists and avows that he devo utly believes "in Gods. angels, spirits, and devils. and that they have
co mmunicated with humankind" (p. xxxviii). Quinn says he is a
Mormon who believes in "Gods," etc. Does he consider himself "in distinguishable from most twentieth-century American Protestant s
and secula r humanists?" If so, is he saying th ese groups believe "in
Gods, angels, spirits, and devils, and that they have commu ni cated
2. For a diKu ssion on th e defini tio nii
this issue. pp. 229-36.

of"magic.~

see the review by William I. Hamblin in
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with humankind?" I am sure some liberal American Protestants reject such beliefs. Co nse rvative Protestants reject the idea of "Gods,"
and all the secular humanists with whom I am acquainted don't believe any part of Quinn's devout con fessio n of faith. Or docs Quinn
mean "general Americans" can reject the occu lt and at the same time
accept a ngels? This just one example of Qu inn's confusion and inabi lit y to be clear. I am left with the sense that Quinn defines Mormons and America ns as he defines himself, which defi nition seems to
be a synthesis o f seeming ly oppos in g behaviors and belief systems.
This inability to be object ive, to be precise in language, and to clearly
define the envi ronmen t that he resea rched js a weakness that also appears in his earl ier books.
Quinn writes of his own plurali sm, ex plainin g that he ad mi res
"curre nt Jews, Ch ristians, and Mormons who pr ivate ly adopt any
fol k magic practice that spea ks to their in ner bl iss. Some call th is a
' new age' religion, but I see it as very old express ion of rel igiosity"
(p. 326 ). Th is movement away from LDS sc riptures and the liv in g
LOS prop hets and apostles to sympa thy for " new age" rel igion is in
se rious co nflict with Quinn's claim to be a "Mormon apolog ist" and
a "co nse rvative revisionist." I suspect that most Mo rmon apologists
and conservative revisionists would think Quinn's position radically
different from their own.
Qu in n ex presses broad tolerance for all belief systems . He be lieves "folk magic practices facilitated the religious quest of persons
who already pe rceived real ity from that [magic] world vicw. At the
same time," he writes, "wi thout magic views and techniques, other
chu rch leaders and believers enjoyed an equally rich expe rience of di vine com mun ication, charisma tic gifts, and pe rsonal spir ituality"
(p. 326). How Quinn later matches these statements with his conclu sion that Mor mons h'lve taken on the look of "secu lar rationalists" is
unclear. Sometimes Quinn's posit ion seems to be that of the Greeks
in Athens who built a monument to every god , even to the
" Unknown God" (Acts 17:23). White such is his right, it docs not
help him to become a "Mo rmon apologist" or even a Mormon "con+
serva livc revisionist." Could it be he has wr itten here with tongue in
cheek? If so, even irony should be clea rly communicated.

,I
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My studies of Latter-day Saint history do not show the total
Mormon assimilation of which Quinn writes. I see, instead, "the
faithful " in the Amer ican and international LDS community becoming more orthodox in the doctrines and practices found in their
unique scr iptures-the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Cove nants, and the Pearl of Great Price. It is certainly the intent of church
leaders to convert LDS members fully toward a loyalty to the Father.
Son, and Holy Ghost and to the living prophe ts. This is not to deny
that American Mormons are also influenced by non-Mormon beliefs
and practices.
In apparent contradiction to his own argu ment, Quinn later
makes the point himself in the title of chapter 7 that not only a "persistence" but also a "decline of magic" exists among Mormons "after
1830." This statement, of course, acknowledges the ongoing conversion process in Mormon Christianity. Movement away from belief in
supernatural power not cente red in God con tinues to ta ke place
among Mormons today, whether lhey live in the United States, Haiti ,
Africa, the South Pacific, Asia, or Latin America. Quinn makes a gen eral observation about both the "perSistence" and the "decline of
magic" among Mormons livi ng in the United Sta tes, but where is his
scient ific data? He does not cite available co nvert baptism stat istics
and related documents, which. given the direction of LDS doctrine to
draw people away from worldly superstition, mighl suggest the "decline of magic" among Mormons. Quinn's specu lation, however,
seems to be directed toward traditional belief systems being taken
ove r by secular humanism, which puts belief in the God-centered supernatural in the same category as a ny other belief system espousing
magic.
Quinn weakens his argument when he contradicts his "persistenccdecline" thesis by stating that Mormons have "assimilated the general
American population's attitude toward magic and the m:cult." In the
first place, what is "the ge nera l American population's attitude toward magic and the occult?" Second, the complexi ty of viewpoints
about control over the supernatura l and over forces of nature by extraordinary influence or power ("magic") that existed in 1830 was
probably not nearly as great as th at of the variants that exist for
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Americans today. There are many more ethnic and national gro ups
present in the Un ited States today than in 1830, each of wh ich comes
with its ow n complexity of bel ief and practice of "magic."
Quinn's statement impl ies that belief in magic and the occult is
not popular for "most twentieth-century American Protestants and
secula r rationalists." What then of the present popular interest in ange ls, nea r-death experiences, Hinduism, and science fiction books
and movies, as well as belief in extraterrestrial beings? Everyt hing
that I read and study points to a near explosion of interest in "magic"
and the occult in the past two decades. Quinn also argues, "Still other
Mormons were never interested in folk magic or most manifestations
of the occult. Two excep tions," acccording to Quinn, "were stonediv inat ion and astrology," which he believes had widesp read appeal
to pionee r Mormons (p. 238). At the same time, Quinn shows LDS
Churc h presidents and leade rs directing LDS members away from
such beliefs (see pp. 280--91). He is unable to document by statistical
studies how much belief in magic was act ually occu rr ing among
Mo rmons. His assump tions, given as fact, are intu itive, based on a
small sampling of all ava ilable Mormons.
Quinn argues that the presence of these "magic" things in the social environment prepared a way for the conversion of Americans
and others to Mormonism.3 He sees "early Mormon folk believers" as
'''a people already prepared'" by the social environment. Th is conclusion is one-sided; Qu inn could have bala nced his work with examples
of how people were not prepared by magic and how the presence of
"magic" att itudes turned people away from belief in the divine. James
Turner's Without God, without Creed: The Origins of Unbelief in
America would have been helpful. Belief in magic with in the religions
and creeds also had the effect of preparing a people to be resistant to
anything that was thought of as supernatura1.4
3. See Quinn, Mog;e, chapter 5: ~Visions and the Coming Forth of the Sook of Mormon";
chaptu 6: "Mormon Script urn, The Magic World View, and Rural New York's Intellectual
life"; and tsp.-cially "Early Mormon Folk Believtrs; '3 pwple already prepared,'" found in tht
first section of chaptu 7.
4. lames "furner, Without God, without Crud: The Origins u! UnInJ;c! i" Amrrico (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,198S).
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For example. Martin Harris. one of Joseph Smith's first support ers, who paid for the first publication of the Book of Mormon, feh
compelled to test Joseph Smith from time to time to make sure
Joseph and he were not being deceived. On one such occasion, Harris
reportedly told Joseph Smith,
Joseph. you know my doctrine, that cursed is everyone that
putteth his trust in man, and maketh flesh his arm; and we
know that the devil is to have great power in the latter days
to deceive if possible the very elect; and I don't know that
you are one of the elect. Now you must not blame me for not
taking your word. If the Lord will show me that it is his
work, you can have all the money you want. s
Martin Harris was not alone in this mind-set. but how many felt the
same is not known. A reading of Quinn gives the feeling that all
America was ready to join the Mormons or some other church. But
the early nineteenth century was also an age of doubt, a topic Quinn
should have considered. Quinn's lack of data on who believed what
leaves the historian with little solid evidence. 6
Quinn does, however, now and then make a balanced summa ry
statement. "Like the rank-and-rue," he writes, "LDS church leaders in
the nineteenth century were aU along the spect rum of practice, advocacy, indifference, and condemnation of these beliefs and practices
lof magic and the occult]." Quinn also argues that "by the midtwentieth century, church leaders consistently co ndemned various
manifestations of folk magic and the occult" (p. 238). That LDS leaders felt the need to do so implies an unhealthy interest in "magic" by
some Mormons but does not prove the "ass imilation" of attitudes
against magic into the general populace; Quinn speculates such attitudes were developing among Protestants and secular rationalists.
5. ~Mormonism,~ Tiffonys Monthly, 51], May 1850. ]69.
6. ~An ov(rwhelm in g majority of wcs\(rn New Yorkus sympathi7.ed with th( (hur(he~
and attended mu tings regularly. Re1ativ(ly few. howevu, 'profuS('d' religion, attended
Communion, or bdonged in a legal or religious seilS(' 10 th( church propcr.~ Whitney R. Cross,
Th~ Burned·Ovtr District; Th~ Social and intellectual History of Enthusiastic Rdigion in WateTn
New York, 1800-185Q (lthaa.: Corn(1I University Press, 1950),4].
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[t does not natura lly follow, however, that people believing in
magic were somehow prepared to become Mormons. Again, this as sumptio n is an in tuitive specula tion. The Book of Mormon's rejection of magic and false trad itions seemed to be part of what drew
converts into the LDS Church, which was seen as a resto ration of the
New Testament Church of Jesus Christ. Fa lse traditions and bel ief in
magic and the occult may evoke skepticism bu t can also create rival
belief systems that influence people to reject the Latter-day Sai nt
"restoration of ali lhings."
Quinn argues for a "gradual decline of magic in the LOS church
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries- a process of
Mormon secularization, high and low" (p. 238) . But does the decline
of "stone-div in atio n" and astro logy imply "Mormon secularization,
high and low," as Quin n generalizes? If so, how does he accou nt for
the "revelations" to LOS leaders in the selection process of every new
stake president and bishop? What about the revelations placed in the
canon of LOS scriptures such as Doct rine a nd Covenants 138 (dated
3 October 1918) and the Official Declaration 2 (admiued to the canon
on 30 September 19i8). Mormon journals are filled with faith promoting inc idents and visions and the appearances of ange ls, the
Three Nephites, and even Jesus Chris!. Also, Lauer-day Sa in ts believe
that the decision to build every temple requires direction and ap~
proval of the Lord Jesus Chr ist to the livi ng prophet of the church.
Temples afe being built as never before and for an ever-increasing international membe rship. This suggests an outpouring of revelations
to the living prophet and leading councils of the church. African,
Asian, and South Amer ican Mormon history and current events read
like the book of Ac ts in the New Testament. The numbe r of single
adults and married couples serving missio ns continues in the tens of
thousands. What Mormon missionary does not have al least a half
dOlen accoun ts of modern-day m iracles accompanying the mission ary experience? The twentieth-cent ury Church of Jesus Chr ist of
La1ter~day Saints is fil led with verification of the rea lity of God and
spi ritual gifts, which Quinn also classifies as "magic." Such even ts in
the twen ty-fi rst century are already appear ing in the Chureh News,
general conferences, and church magazines . These develop ments
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work agai nst Quinn's judgment that a belief in miracl es, wha t he
somet imes calls " magic," has decl ined in the last hundred or so years.
The whole doct r ine of the gifts o f the Holy Spirit in the LD S
Ch urch, a subject and practice that fal ls withi n Qu inn's humanist ic
and secular definition of "magic," is ongoi ng and vibrant, not only in
the United States but throughout all the world . Every patriarchal
blessing given is an expression of God's power on earth. Qu in n ha s
ignored these clements of belief and practice in the LDS Church.
Quinn acknowledges that in the "dizzying procession of institu tion and th eology" that flowed from the Prophet Joseph Sm ith,
" magic was onl y an underc ur rent" surroundin g and touchi ng Mormon Ch ristianity (p. 238). This is a ve ry impo rtant qualification to
remembe r when read in g his book. He is wr it ing about an "undercurren t," no t about the direction and fl ow of the river. "Magic" for
Quinn means something othe r tha n bibl ical-like experiences, which,
of cou rse, doesn't make him. as he confesses, a conservat ive revision ist o r a Mormon apologist. It may be that the mag ic about which
Quinn writes is mo re "s hore wash" than "u ndercur rent." As fo r the
gi fts of the Spirit in the LDS Ch urch, the d iv ine revelations (also
called "magic" by Qu inn ) arc not "undercurrents" but the ce ntralliving st ream of church life and theology from 1820 to the present.
Anyone who studies the church from its archives will see this. Even
th e sec ular rationalist who does not believe in God, hav in g re searched the church a rchives, will co me away wit h the co nviction
that th e Mormons believe in this m iraculous power that is regularly
manifest in the lives of church members.
Quinn argues, "[fwe hope to understa nd full y the or igins of Mormonism, we cannot ignore th e e nvironment an d I magic I world view
of its fir st adherents" (p. 326). It ca n also be argued with the support
of more documenta ry evidence than Q uin n produces that Joseph
Smith and the first adherents moved aga inst their environment, littl e
of which was fri endly. A mob within the environme nt eve ntually
murdered Joseph Smith and hi s brother Hyrum because they represen ted somethi ng ve r y different.
Quinn further generalizes that histor ians and Mormons need to
acknowledge "the place and meanin g of magic as one of the compo-
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nents of a com plex mix that also included the co mmon American's
emphasis on pragmatism and common se nse, together with devotion
to the Bible, an intensely personal relationship wit h God, the beliefin
the realit y of d ivine and diabolic interven ti on in dai ly life , expectations that God's true church should be like apostolic Christianity,
and a conviction th at the glorious return of Christ to the ea rth was
imminent" (p. 326). Docs Qu inn inclu de Native Americans, Blacks,
Spanish Americans, and wome n in his pe rception of "the co mmon
American"? Nothin g that he writes suggests that he does.
Con troversy, Debate, Personal Agendas, and Polemics
Quinn's introduction, preface, and notes spill over with controversy, debate, and polemics. As suggested above, these sectio ns of his
book arc the most lively. Here, the reader will discover Quinn's continuing efforts to clarify his own place as a writer and as a pe rson
within the Mormon co mmunity. He is concerned about what people
think of his writing. I found these parts of the book more inte resting
and memorable than the main text because of a grea te r energy in the
writing, a passion for defending himsel f (not always very well execu ted ), and his co unterattac ks aga inst reviewers (ser iou sly flawed
and often without force).
Quinn's autobiogra ph ical statements, his apparent need to re ~
spo nd to everyone who disagrees with him, and his defense in the in troduction and preface suggest a trou bled m ind and a feeling o f being acc used (see p. xii i). wh ich apparent rejections lead him into
name calling, impatience, and in formational errors (see pp. x~xii).
So me may feel Quinn's attempt at debate creates a sour lone, supplanting an othe rwise respectable perfor mance. For example. Quinn
describes himsel f as "exco mmuni ca ted from the LDS church,"
charged "w ith 'apostasy'" for his historical writings. This, of course, is
not new in fo rmat ion. Why Quinn writes again abo ut his exco mmu ~
nica tion is not clear. Perhaps cent ral to sell ing himsel f to the large r
non -Mormon audience is hi s presentat ion of himself as a misunderstood martyr. Eventuall y, historians, both Mormon and non-Mormon,
wi ll ti re of his " tale of woe" and respond with, "Q uinn, yo u knew the
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rules. You broke them and were put out of your church. If you want
to return to it, keep the rules, bUI for the sake of sound history don't
let your pe rsonal problems turn your research methods and writing
into mush."
As an apparent escape from his seeming isolation, Quinn reminds
readers that he is "a seventh-generat ion member of the chu rch," remaining what he ca lls "a DNA Mormon," unchanged in his " personal
fa ith," since he wrote the introduction to his first edition of Early
Mormonism and rhe Magic World View in 1987 (p. xii i). He must
know, however, that citing his genealogy is powerless to grant quality
to his research methods and writing. His ca ll ing upo n physical genealogy as an affirmation of religious faith, authority, or credibility is
not centra l 10 the discipline of history. That he writes in this manner
hints al h is need fo r approva l and reveals h is in te rpreti ve bent and
subjective posture.
Surpris ingly, give n his apparent lifestyle, which sets him at odds
with his fo rmer church ? Quinn wr ites, " I've always seen myself as a
Mormon apologist" (p, xi). Certain ly this self-view is eith er written
tongue-in -cheek or refers to his actin g as an apologist for his own
brand of Mormonism outside that rep rese nted by the m ajority of
members of the Church of Jesus Ch rist of Latter-day Sain ts. Th is toying with words, creating a new dictionary,S and laboring to find fault
on trivia l poin ts is part of the anti-LOS terrai n. Even more surprising
(un less also intended as frivolous ), Qu inn claims that he sees himself
as th e same kind of Mormon as historian Richard L. Bushman.
" Bushman is a conserva tive rcvisioniSl in the writ ing of Mormon
history, which is my self-definition as well," Quinn declares (p. xv ii).
A devout Latter-day Saint, Richard L. Bushman, then H. Rodney
7, Sec Gcorge l. MiHon and Rhea S. James. "A Respo nse to D. Michael Qui nn 's Homosexual Dis tortion of l:In u -d. y Saint Histo ry," rev iew of s.. m<!-S.:x DYlio m ics " " "'''S
Ninerertrth-Ctnlll ry Amerjcll m: A Mormon Exam ple, by D. Mic had Quinn , f AR MS Re.,jew of
Books 1011 ( 1998): 262. Th is review iden tifies doztns of errors in Quinn's bot>lc
8. DiS(ussio ns of the prob km~ ar isi ng OUI of Quinn's di cti on.ri es may be found in
Mi tlon and ja mes, "A Respo nse to O. Michad Quinn;' 117-49. In Klau s Ihn se n's review of
Quinn's Surlll:-Sex in the same i:>sue of til!' FA RMS Review of Roub, page 132, he c~ lJ s Quinn's
terminology "Qui nnspeak ."
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Sharp Professor of History at the University of Delaware and now
Gouverneur Morris Professo r of History at Columbia Un iversity, desc ribed himself as "a humble follower of Christ who tells the story
without pretense to frien ds whom I love and respec t, then they will
believe if they want to, and conversion is possible."9
Quinn avows "a personal 'testimony'" of Jesus as the Savior, of
Joseph Smith Jr. as a prophet, of the Book of Mormon as God's word,
and of "th e LDS church as a d ivinely established organization," administering "essential priesthood ordinances of eternal consequence"
to men and women (p. xxxviii). Wh ile in apparent agreement with
LDS values by these expressions, he airs his past agitation at being refused access to church historical collections. Stilt, Quinn admits that
"no historica l documents prese ntly available, or locked away, or still
unknown will alter these truths. I believe," he writes, "that persons of
faith have no reaso n to avoid historical inquiry into their religion or
to discourage others from such investigations" (p. xxxvi ii).
Ancillary to Quinn's apparent desire to place himself somewhere
as an authority in the Mormon co mmunities is his need to define
what is "good" and "bad" on the topics of "critical rev iewers;' "apologists," and "polemicists." In this regard, Quinn writes as an autho ritarian, making summary judgments and presenting them as absolutes. Th is tendency in his writing moves him away from the
position of se rious and careful scholars. Quinn judges "some apologists" as "careful," yet he cannot resist describing others as "soc iopaths"-a bit harsh and extreme (p. x). Apparently, he feels compelled to judge. He writes that he "must distin gui sh between
polemicists and apologists" and does so as if building his own dictionary (an activity that flowered tn his book about homosexuality).10
Quinn's authoritat ive stance and style of writing sometimes lead
him into unnecessary debates with his reviewers. He maintains, for
example, in his 1987 introduction to Early Mormonism and the Magic

9. Richard L. Bushman, "My Belief." BYU Swdie5 251 2 (1985): 30. Bushman is the amhor
of Joseph Smith ~lld Ihe Beginnings of Mormonism.
10. See the discussion on "polemics~ by WilliJm Hamblin in this issue. pp. 236-41.
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World View, that he excl uded Mark Hofmann's fraudulent 1830
Martin Harris letter (called the "Wh ite Salamander Letter") from his
book draft and denies having ever thought Hofmann's forgery was
authentic (see pp. xi-xii). And yet, in a footnote of the revised edition, Quinn admits that he "affirmed that its Ithe fake Martin Harris
letter's] content was consistent with everything I had found and was
learning about pre-1830 beliefs in folk magic and the occult" (p. 330
n. 14).
Quinn then begins a lengthy discussion of salamanders and the
angel Moroni, writing: "If [Joseph] Smith saw a salama nder on the
hill, rather than a toad, this was co nsistent with magic associations
conce rning the name Moroni and occult traditions concerning the
salamander" (p. 156).11 Why does Quinn write nearly two pages of
footnotes trying to explain that he never suggested Hofmann's
Salamander Letter was authentic, while at the same time admitting
that the text fits his view of the mind -set of the historical period? If
Quinn did not think the Hofmann fake was authentic and only in tended to state why he felt others accepted the document as authentic, then he should have made his position clear. As it stands, Quinn's
writing is not sufficiently precise and leaves him open to misunderstanding, which ambiguity sometimes occurs when he writes about
controversial or complex matters.
Quinn does not address reports among Utah historians that a
Signature Press text editor and a pressman told of changes made in
his first edition 1987 Magic book immediately before its publication. 12 They reported the removal of passages showing that Quinn
I I. In S~ptembu 1984, my word study of the subject of salamandns in r~l atio n to Mark
Hofmann's fake Whil e Salamand~r utter showed that ,n angel or soldier was cal!~d a "salamander ~ in some cultures. When did Quinn discover this same information? W~s it ~fter the
Chu rch News artide ref~rring to my rtsCuch , or was it before S~pt~mb~r 1984? [f before 1984,
did Mark Hofmann get his idea ,bout salamanders from Quinn? Thcy knew ea(h other. Or, did
Quinn do his study after mine but refrained from going public with the same information until
three years lat~r in 19871 For the published version of my interview, SC~ "Harris L~I!CT Could
Be Further Witness:' Church New$, 9 ~pt~mbcr 1984, 11, 13.
12. This unsolicited report appa r~ntly originated from a ~rson rderred to as the Mmole~
in Signature Press. ! ~rsonally learned aOOm the mole and the report by tele phone from his.
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accepted the "Wh it e Sa lam ander" forgery as authentic when it became clear that the Hofmann document was a fake. Of course, no
writer or publisher can be criticized for being a vic tim of crime.t3 It
may be that the reports wefe false. Still, such was rumored and becomes part of the history of the incident, revealing the mood of the
time.
Reactin g to "A Response to O. Michael Quinn's Homosex ual Distortion of Latte r-day Saint History," in which George Mitton and I
wrote that Quinn accepted the White Salama nder Letter as authenticQui nn denies he ever accepted the fa ke letter as authentic; he then
cou nters by writin g that I "publicly endorsed" the Sa la mande r Letter
before I "examined it" (p. xii, 331), citin g the Church News article of
9 September 1984 . Quinn raises two issues: publ ic endorsement by me
and whether I had access to the letter to make an evaluation. An examination of these two isslles reveals Quinn's lack of care in research.
As a historian, Qu inn should know that newspaper articles a re
rarely the best historical sources. Why didn't he co nsult the stenographic record o f th e full interview between myself and the Church
News? With a little effo rt , he cou ld have invest igated to see if such a
document ex isted. Newspaper reporters often reco rd interviews, as
do those who are interviewed. Ce rtainly, I would have supplied h im
with a copy of the transcript had he requested one. 14 Instead, Qui nn
wr ites as if he got hi s inro rmation from Sa lt La ke Ci ty evangelicals
Je rald a nd Sandra Tanner- unfortunately repeating the same mista kes the Tanners made.
The telephone record shows that I did not pu blicly endorse the
Sa lamander Letter. I simply observed that the term salamallder fit the
symbolism for angels in some cuhures and could therefore be further
lOry and polil icaJ sciena professors at Brigham Young Uni~rsi ty. from two former presidenls
of the Mormon Historical Association, and a J~rwn WQrking for LOS Corrd~lion.

13. The most rdiable account of the Hofmann forgeries and Iheir effect to dale is Richard E.
Turley /r., Vicrim5; Tile LDS Churcll und Iile Murk Nofmuml Case (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press. (992).
14. The Transcript is 3vail, bJe as Rhett lames. "9-5-81 Church Ncw$ imcrview transcript,
laIC August J 984t in ~The Rhdt lames ColleCtion:' Marlin Harris Pageanl p3per~, Utah SUle

University Sped~l Collections.
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evide nce for the orthodox account of the angel Moroni appearing to
Joseph Sm it h ) r. ls I made this speculation be fore I had completed my
syntax study of the Salamander Letter.
While Qui nn mig ht be excused for no t sea rchin g o ut the tran +
sc ri pt of my telephone co nve rsa tio n with the Chu rch News. he ca n ~
not be excused fo r fail ing to read Richard E. Tu rley lr.'s mention of
my October 1984 position on the fa ke docu me nt as fou nd in Victims:
The LDS Church and the Mark Hofmann Case. This infor mation was
easily available to Q uinn . Tu rley writes, "Rhett S. Ja mes ... had been
fo ll owing the deba te about the let ters for mont hs a nd offe red his
opin ion that the sala mande r letter was a fraud a nd that the Stowell
le tter might be toO."15 Qu inn should have rea d note 84 o n page 425
in Turley's Victims, whi ch shows that I took th e posi tio n that the
Sala mander Lette r was a fake in a 24 Octobe r 1984 letter to LDS
Chu rch Histori an's Office e mployee Glen Rowe and in 26 October
and 3 November 1984 letters to Steven F. Christensen, then owner of
the Salamander Letter.11 It was a sim ple matter of checking the in dex
to lind the references . In short, Quin n's research is seriously fl awed in
this matter, showi ng that sometimes his resea rch ca nnot be trusted to
have been thorough .

15. The inf~nt of thO' Ch-rch News article was correctly represented in the titk of the news
article: "Harris leUer Q,uld & Further Witness (for lack of forensic aUlhemiralionj." Th ....ditor
did not prim the complete int~rview.
16. Turley, Victims, 103. Th .. r~$t of the Turley text about me on page 103 re~ds: "He based
his conclusions on the langl13g~ of the d ocuments. which he felt differed from what either
Martin Harri ~ or Joseph Smith would have written. Siding with lames wO're Jeff 5immUl1ds of
Ut ah Sl3te Un iversity, to whom Hofman n had first shown th e Anthon transcript. and 1I.0naid
Vern Jackson. a genealogist.~
\7. Scr also ihid., 219: see also 425 n. 84; lOJ; and p. 457 n. 28 (Pinnock journal refuence).
Quinn also faults my opinion before forensic amhenticaTion h~d been completed. The point of
the Church New$ article is that 1 expressed an opinion before "forensic aUlhentication.~ One
wOl1d~rs why Quinn would thin k 1 would endorse a d ocument as authentic if a forensic lest
sho wed the IcueT 3 fraud. As It !limed Oul, 1 held to my view that th e S~lamander leiter was a
fake even after Steven Christensen announced to the Salt lah Triblme, on 3 April 1985, that
chemist Albert H. Lyln III of Federal Forensic Associates of Raleigh. North Drolina, re]'otted
to him: '''There is no evidence to suggest that the examined document wa s prepared at other
than during 1he stated time pt"riod·-1830.~
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Quinn's seco nd error was in writ ing that I made a judgment on
the Sa lamande r Letter before I "examined it" (pp. xii , 331). Tu rl ey's
Victims showed my correspondence with Glen Rowe and Steven Christensen in October and November of 1984, which suggests that I had
an approved photocopy of the Salamander Letter. Also, copies of the
letter had been circulated throughout the Mormon history community sin ce the Su nstone Sy mposi um and the Los Angeles Times report on the Sa lamander Lett er months earlier. Why Quinn thinks I
judged the Hofman n lette r a fraud with out reading it is difficu lt to
understand. Aga in , Quinn cites no so urces for his spec ulation s. Of
cou rse, I had a copy of the Salamander Letter.
Once the Salamander Letter was owned by the LOS Church,
Go rdon B. Hin ckley, then the fi rst counselor in the First Presidency,
made the purported 1830 Martin Harris letter available fo r examination. At that time, many histo rians, journalists, and evangelical
detractors wrongly accused LDS Church leaders of trying to hide evidence. The tru th was just the opposite. O nly when the LOS Church
owned the document did the letter become available for examination
by interested parties. I was shown the original White Salamander Letter on 29 April 1985 by the secretary to the First Presidency. The photocopy from which I had been working matched the original. On 30
April 1985, having examined the origina l, I publicly announ ced my
finding that the 1830 Martin Harris letter was probably fraudu lent. 18
In a third example of leaping to conclusions, Quinn again cites a
newspaper article instead of the typescript of an entire interview (see
p. 331 n. 17). He cites my respon se to Todd Co mpton's In Sacred
Loneliness: The Plural Wives of Joseph Smith as reported in Logan,

18. "Fral.ldl.l ltnt Documents: A Chronology fo r the BYU Symposium,~ Chu rch Histo ry
and Recent Forgeries, A Symposium, Brigham Young Un iversity, 6 August 1987. The historical
commu nity almost universally disagreed with my conclusion. Prominent historian Leona rd
Arrington told both logan LDS instructor Ga ry Bennett and Utah Stale University Presiden t
Stanford Ca"lier th at he thought th e 1830 Mar tin Harris letter was authentic and that I wu
wrong. Arrington to ld me that he fell that ot hers such as Michael Quinn, Jan Shipps. Marvin
Hill, and Ron Walker had studied the subjcct and were correct in suggesting the 1830 leller was
authen lic and pa r! of a bigger ·magic~ pictu re.
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Utah's Herald Journal, 14 December 1997, as follows: "'Many ofCompton's sources are hearsay and not primary sources; James said, 'Rumor,
gossip and speculation do not make good history.''' Then Quinn slips
into a conclusion, writing: "Rhett James made those statements about
the book's sources before he had read one page of Todd Compton's
In Sacred Loneliness." How does Quinn know what I read? What
"magic" does Quinn use to divine such knowledge? Quinn accepts
the news report as printed and again fails to consult the typescript of
the interview conducted by Anin Brunson, a reporter for the Herald
Journal (Logan, Utah), or my three-page answer sent to Brunson} '1
Had Quinn done careful research, he would have known I did read
what Compton's publisher released to the media and their agents before commenting to the Herald JournaL
As it turns out, my views on Compton's book were not so different from those expressed by Danel W. Bachman in his carefully written review of the book. 20 I work with Bachman at the Logan LOS
Institute of Religion and am very familiar with Bachman's writing on
Joseph Smith and plural marriage.
The point of these three examples is to show that Quinn's research was not thorough. Many other such examples could have been
cited, but space does not permit. Quinn acted to discredit a reviewer
who faulted his work in an earlier publication, and in doing so
rushed his effort and produced a flawed product.
19. Arri n Brunson, a reporter for th e Logan, Utah's Herald Journal <ailed me o n II
1997 at 11:52 A.N. I was at lunch at the time and returned the caU within the hour. A
second phone discussion took place on 12 December 1997. After e:umining a press retea$(' and
some excerpts from the book, I Sotnt a three-page respon§c by fax to Arrin Brunson al 4:49 1'.101.
I also scnt l four-page response to Do n LcFcvcre at LOS Public Affairs in Sail Lake City. Th~Sot
documenl$ all' found in "Th~ Rhett James Col!~ction,H Box 33: LDS Doctrine and History, fd 3.
Oracles and Talismans, Forgery and Pansophia: Joseph Smilh Jr. as a ~naissancc Magus, Ulah
SUle University Sp-ecial Collections Library, loga n, Ulah. AI the time I respond~d to Compton's book, I was the multiregional public affairs ll'prcscntative of the Olu rch of Jesus Ol rist of
Latter-day Saints and was ashd in that capaci ty to respond to the media publicily about the
Dcccm~r

book.
20. Dancl w. Bachman, ll'view of In SocTed l.ondine»: The Plural Wives of /OKfJh Smirh, by
Todd Compton, FARMS Review of Boob 10/2 ( 1998); 105-37.
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Conclusion
Quinn is an energetic collector of information , but his gathering
sometimes overpowers his processi ng and analys is. This review has
show n that his wo rk is sometimes uneve n and not ca refull y prepared. Nevertheless, Quin n's writing is tight, co mpressed, and gene rally businessl ike. AS;I histo ria n, he st ruggles with a creative nare th at
moves him in lo intuitive ge neralizations and specu lations that can not be documented. When engaged in polemi cs, Quinn rushes his
work, fails to check available sou rces, and makes e rro rs. He undertakes large, complex projects; often he is unable to direct his analysis
and express his find ings in precise a nd clear language. At the sa me
time. his wo rk also shows except ional sk ill and insights backed up by
sou nd docu mentation . So as not to be dazzled by his sk ills, the reader
must be ca refu l and questioning and must check Quinn's foo tnotes
by going to the documents he cites.
Qui nn professes belief in Jesus Christ, in Joseph Smith as a
prophet, and in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day Sain ts as authorized to ad minister saving ordinances, yet he continues to write in
th e language of a secu la r humanist rather than in th e la ngu age of
faith. This results in a sty le a nd prese nt atio n as if two differen t
people authored his work. I a m left wit h the impression that Qui nn
writes to please the secul ar humanists in th e historical co mmunity,
yet at th e sa me time expresses belief to suggest that he desires to participate with the commu nity of his faith in full fe llowship. The resu lt
is a style and methodology of writing history tha l is not integ rated.
T hese cons idera tions have bearing on anyone writin g abou t
Mormonism and magic. Joseph Smith wrote lhat he was a prophet of
God and experienced the visions of God and of God 's angels in the
trad ition of Abraham, Moses, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Peter. Paul , a nd Joh n.
Thai these administrations were part of a personal anthropomorphic!
theomorphic God restoring his own system of knowledge and way of
livi ng to humans is an astou nding and significan t message. Th ose
who knew Joseph Smith affi rmed wha t he said and wrote about his
reality. Th ese Mormo n be liefs suggest that at least some h istorians
should approach the subject of the supernatural thro ugh Joseph
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Smith's eyes rather than through the eyes and language of one who is
a skeptic or one who docs not believe. Quinn has the backgro und to
do the believer's work if he can muster the courage.
Finally, a qu otation from Leonard J. Arrington:
Every history, though written as truthfully as possible, is al ways subject to future correcti ons and amplifica tio ns. Tha t is
the nature of o ur craft, just as in eco nomics, sociology, an thropology, and other socia l sciences. We lea rn something, or
th ink we learn somethin g, and then we get new evidence and
we have to revise our thinking. Then we discover that our
new evidence was flawed and we have to rethink again. Our
restless reexaminat ion for ces us to wo rk out new understandings tha t are co nsistent with the known facts. This precise stud y, honest and since re as it is, adds to our appreciation for our past. I can speak for most of my associates when
I say that evidences continue to accumulate that deepen and
strengthen our attachment to our faith. 21

21.

~on3 rd

J. Arringto~. AdYl!lIIures of a Charch Hisrorian (Urbana; UniYCTsity of Illinois

Press, ]998), 223-24.

